This research note reports the different estimates of visitation frequency to state parks reported by respondents to two surveys. The survey population in both cases was Texas Conservation Passport (TCP) holders. The TCP was an annual pass that permitted the holders, and those accompanying them in the same vehicle, free admission to all Texas state parks. The surveys were commissioned because the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department had no means of recording the number of visits made by TCP holders to the parks. Estimates were needed to guide major planning and pricing decisions with which the agency was confronted and to meet accountability criteria established by the Texas legislature.
The first survey was undertaken by mail. A sample of 3,155 TCP owners was drawn from the population of more than 110,000 TCP owners by selecting every nth individual on the list that was maintained by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. The initial mailing was sent to the sample by first-class mail in early July. Four days later, a reminder postcard was sent, requesting their response. A second mailing to those who had not responded was sent 2 weeks after the initial mailing. A final mailing to nonrespondents was undertaken after the initial mailing. The overall response rate to the mail survey was 79.5%.
The second survey was undertaken on the second, third, and fourth weekends of July, so the time periods of the two surveys overlapped. These data were collected from 12 different parks in the state park system that Texas Park and Wildlife Department personnel believed to be reasonably representative of the population of state park users. The total sample size was 4,968, with 414 distributed at each park. Questionnaires were passed out by the survey team at each park to every nth person. The n size was determined by the rate of traffic entering the park.
The selected visitors were personally handed the survey as they entered the park and were requested to return it in an enclosed prepaid envelope. A reminder postcard was sent 2 days later to their home address. A second mailing to those who had not responded was sent 2 weeks later, and a third mailing was sent to nonrespondents 4 weeks after they had been given the original survey. The overall response rate was 68.7%. In the second survey, 1,189 (41%) respondents reported that they were TCP holders, while the remaining respondents paid the daily fee to gain admission to the state parks.
It was expected that the responses of the 1,189 TCP holders in the second survey would mirror those reported by the TCP holders in the first survey. This expectation was met on questions relating to sociodemographic profile, reaction to proposed pricing changes, equipment ownership, and liked/disliked features of the state parks. However, those responding to the two surveys gave remarkably different responses to an identically worded question asking them, "How many days did you spend in a Texas state park in the past 12 months?" The responses to the two surveys are shown in Table 1 .
When these sample data are transposed and extrapolated to reflect the annual number of TCP visitor days in Texas state parks, the estimate from the mail survey is 1.68 million visitor days, while that from the on-site survey is 2.32 million, which is 38% higher.
The relatively high survey response rates suggest that a difference of this magnitude is unlikely to be attributable to nonresponse bias. Similarly, the sample selection procedures were sufficiently random to make sampling bias from this source an unlikely explanation. Rather, the difference appears to stem from the sampling frames that were used. The sample for the mail survey was selected from the complete list of TCP holders, so those who used their TCP rarely and visited state parks infrequently were as likely to be included in the sample as those who visited the state parks frequently.
When an on-site sample is selected, the sampling frame is defined as visitors who come to the parks during the surveying time frame. This results in an inherent bias in favor of those who visit parks more often. For example, an individual who visits 20 times a year has a much higher probability of being an element in an on-site sampling frame than someone who visits only 4 times per year. Thus, even though all visitors to the parks during the survey time frame had a reasonably equal probability of being selected, it was likely that frequent visitors were overrepresented in the sampling frame. This appears to have been the cause of the much higher visitation estimates emerging from the on-site sample.
